James Simpson was born in Bathgate, Scotland on 7th June 1811. He qualified in medicine in 1830 at the age of nineteen and went on to specialize in obstetrics. He was appointed Professor of Midwifery in Edinburgh at the age of thirty, an extremely prestigious appointment for one so young. It is rumoured that he added "Young" to his name at this time although there is no conclusive evidence to support this.
Undoubtedly he was the best candidate for the job. In his job application he submitted 200 pages of testimonials and references, including a 60 page appendix in which his 700 museum specimens were catalogued. The only obstacle that lay in the way of his appointment was the fact that the Edinburgh City Council required a married man for the job. He solved this by marrying the day before the election.
Simpson was an obstetrician and probably seldom performed operative surgery. When he heard about the use of ether for anaesthesia he was quick to apply it to his obstetric practice. Pleased with the concept of inhalational anaesthesia, but not completely happy with ether, he set about finding another agent. His research methods were simple, if a little foolish. He inhaled a vast array of substances including acetone, nitric ether, benzin, iodoform vapour, chloride of hydrocarbon, aldehyde and bisulphuret of carbon, all without success. Eventually David Waldie, a Liverpool chemist, suggested chloroform, or perchloride of formyle as it was known. On the 4th November 1847, Simpson, his assistants, Matthews Duncan and George Keith and his niece, Miss Petrie, chloroformed themselves at the dining room table.
The dinner party was evidently a great success. Six days later, on November 10, Simpson presented a paper to the Medico-Chirurgical Society of Scotland. "I have found, however, one infinitely more efficacious than any of the others, I am enabled to speak most confidently of its superior anaesthetic properties, having now tried it upon upwards of thirty individuals." He recommended ". . . one or two teaspoons of the chloroform should be placed upon the hollow of the handkerchief, and immediately held to the face of the patient. Generally a snoring sleep speedily supervenes, and when it does so, it is the perfect test of the superinduction of complete insensibility."
He admitted that he had not used it at that time for "any capital surgical operation, but have exhibited it with perfect success in tooth drawing, opening abscesses, for annulling the pain of dysmenorrhoea and of neuralgia, etc. I have employed it also in obstetric practice with entire success". On 15th November he was able to administer chloroform successfully in three operations at the Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh. Simpson, while continuing to promote chloroform for operative surgery, predominantly used it himself for obstetrics. He was the first to use inhalational analgesia in childbirth, using ether in January 1847 and changing to Chloroform in November of that year. He had many critics, predominantly in the Church. Had not God decreed "In sorrow though shalt bring forth children"? Simpson fought back valiantly examining the translation of the Hebrew words and concluding that "sorrow" signified the muscular efforts of parturition and not the feelings and sensations of pain. Whilst he was happy to reply to his critics and counter their religious objections he spoke with great commonsense when he wrote "Medical men may oppose for a time the superinduction of anaesthesia in parturition but they will oppose it in vain; for certainly our patients will force the use of it upon the profession. The whole question is, even now, one merely of time."
By 1848 the practice was well established and when in 1853, John Snow administered chloroform to Queen Victoria for the birth of Prince Leopold the opponents were finally silenced.
Simpson also did some painstaking data collection on hospital infection rates. He collected statistics from all over the country and examined the mortality rates for amputations.
James Simpson was a forceful man, reportedly never lacking in self confidence and always extremely enthusiastic about his work. Although often recorded as arrogant and selfish, overall he appears to have been motivated by the desire to help his patients. He was made a baronet in 1866 and died on the 6th May 1870. He is buried in Warriston Cemetery, Edinburgh
The cover shows Simpson in his later years, together with a selection of 19th century chloroform dropper bottles. From left, they are Lomer's, Symond's and Lombsky's open drop chloroform bottles.
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